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|, A Strange Delivery 


"Man, Mads, this is like so unfair!" Carlton Norman bemoaned. "They're just picking on Partyman ‘couse 
Partyman has him such a partying hot set of wheels!" 


"You were doing eighty-five in a thirty, and you passed a car in a no-passing zone," Maddy Page felt compelled 
to point out. She had accompanied her cousin on his day of reckoning for a speeding ticket and was already 
starting to regret it. The lobby outside the courtroom was crowded, stuffy and noisy, they were crammed 
against the window wall in a very sardine-ish manner. Not to mention that her cousin was in one of his most 


unappealing moods. Somehow, his version of righteous indignation didn’t quite read as such. 


"Partyman can't help it if some old fart in a fartmobile was takin’ up Partyman's partylane!" Carlton whined. He 
was a chunky, strawberry-blonde dude clad in shrunk-past-fitting Levis, a denim jacket and a t-shirt reading 


BIG BEEFY MAN. "Partyman gotta do what Partyman gotta do!" 


"It also might not have been such a fantastic idea to start bragging to the cop about how you're Jimmy 
Page's cousin and he was going to get a bunch of lawyers to get you off," she pointed out. She doubted 
seriously it would have worked even if the cop had been a Led Zeppelin fan - which he most definitely hadn't. 


"Yeah, well he sucks eggs. He didn't do nothing," Carlton grumbled. "He should have gotten Partyman off." 


Maddy started to say the only person he better be getting off is me, but didn't. It didn't seem like the time nor 
the place for humor, raunchy or otherwise. Besides, she wasn't sure if he meant Jimmy or the cop - or both. 
"Sooner or later we all have to take responsibility for the conscequences of our actions, Carlton" Great | just 
officially became my mother-- Although, on second thought, that wasn't neccessarily bad-- besides, it was kind 
of fun playing Devil's advocate right now. 


"Partyman don't do him none of that shit. Partyman wasn't partying nothing wrong. That cop just had a stick 
up his fat ass cause Partyman's such a hip swinging partying dude--" 


"Will you stop talking about yourself in the third person? It's so freaking annoying," Maddy said, biting at the 
remains of her thumbnail. She was curvy, petite and slightly plump, with a mass of long dark curls that fell 
halfway down her back. With her delicate features and huge dark eyes, she didn't look much, if anything like 
her cousin - nor anyone else in her family back in America. Youd think | hatched from a cowbird egg.. She was 
dressed far more nicely than her cousin, in a black sweater, mid-calf gold paisley skirt, high black boots (a 
concession to the nasty weather) and a dark maroon Burberry coat. 


"Man, if Partyman partied him a Wussycar like yours, they wouldn't have done it, but since Partyman's got 
him a hot partying set of Partywheels they decided to be mean and pick on Partyman--" Carlton opined. 


"Watch what you say about my car," Maddy said, a sharp note of steel cutting through her magnolia accent. 
Her beloved little black Jaguar convertible had been a Christmas present from her husband Jimmy their very 
first Christmas together. She hadn't driven it that day, however, due to the nasty weather, opting instead for 
Jimmy's silver Mercedes. She looked outside. It was a raw, chilly, mid-October afternoon, dank and cloudy, 
although not raining for the first time in eight days. Maddy herself had so far avoided any moving violations, 
although she wished that just once she could find out about a broken tail- or headlight without getting pulled 
over. It was kind of embarrassing. Even John Bonham teased her about the number of warnings and dismissed 


tickets she had. 


"Your attention, please!" That was a court officer. "We do not allow mobile phones in the courtroom, whether 
or not they are turned on. We also do not allow pagers, cameras, box cutters or other sharp objects, nor any 
food or beverage items. If you will please queue for the metal detector--" 


"Nor do we allow any partying Partyman fun because we suck eggs--" Carlton muttered, mimicking the man's 


accent. 


"Carlton--" Maddy decided she didn't want to be seen with him right at this moment. "I'll be inside in a bit. | 
need to ring Jimmy." She ducked outside, into the welcome cool dampness. / think this is the longest it's gone 
without raining in the past week Overhead, low, darkly diaphanous wisps drifted by under a more substantial 
plating of pale, pearly gray stratus. From this vantage point there was no sign of the confusion of shopping 
plazas just up the road, the blocky, one-story gray building might as well have stood in the middle of nowhere. 


She half-sat against one of the squat concrete crash barriers and fished her mobile out of her purse, 


scrolling down to her home number. As she did, a police car pulled into a parking spot in front of the attached 
station Two officers got out, both giving her a polite nod and smile as they went inside. She gave them a little 
wave in return, then frowned at her phone as the answering machine picked up. Odd-- Curious more than 
concerned, she hung up and went to stow her phone in the trunk of the car. 


~ Ke 


Back inside, she walked under the metal detector without incident, then waited for the officer to finish checking 


her purse. 
"Ma'am? What is this?" He held up a sticky, pinkish blob. 


"Its -- uh-oh." She carefully took it from him. "I'm not sure if it's my gum or my daughter's Silly Putty." It 


seemed to be an amalgam of both. Damn, not again-- 

The man burst out laughing and handed her back her purse. "You're good, ma'am." 

"Thank you." She carefully discarded the sticky mass in the garbage can before going in 

The courtroom was large, but still crowded, lined with neat rows of folding chairs in the spectator's area. She 
picked out Carlton, slouched in a chair in the back row, but didn't join him, standing back against the wall 
instead. Several officers were already calling people to the front. A significant number weren't present. 
They're really going to be making money off license suspensions today, she thought. 


"Man, Mads, this sucks--" Carlton groaned, looking back at her. 


"Scott Treyes?" one of the officers at the front called. The young man sitting next to Carlton got up and went 


forward. "Diane Pietro?" A woman in the row ahead got up. 


"Man, what are they doing?" Carlton grumbled. "Partyman could be having him some partying Partyman fun 
with some partysexys right now-—" 


"Its where they find out if the ticket's being dismissed or not," she said. "You'll still have to stay and go in 
front of the judge one way or the other, but it shouldn't be too long." 


"Maaan---" Carlton grumbled. 


Moments later the young man returned, grinning. "They let me off!" he announced to those around him. As he 


spoke, the woman returned, also smiling. Several other people came out, looking happy as well. Carlton 


brightened. 


"Sounds like they're gonna party Partyman off and let him go partying!" he said happily. 


Maddy highly doubted it, but didn't say as much. 

“Carlton Norman?" 

Carlton jumped up and bounced to the front, all grins. Maddy shook her head. 

"Hummingbird?" 

Startled, she jumped, turning around and beholding-- "Jimmy?! What are you doing here?" It was none other 
than legendary guitarist/dark magickian/adored husband, Jimmy Page. He was carrying the daughter in 
question, five-year-old Scarlet, actually Maddy's stepdaughter. She had on a little pink raincoat over a dark red 
velvet dress, white tights and little black patent leather Mary Janes - the sort Maddy herself had loathed as 
a child and now wished came in adult sizes. 

"Jeff dropped us off" He was wearing a tan trenchcoat that made him look suspiciously like a flasher, 
accessorized with a long white chiffon scarf. He gave her a quick but loving peck on the mouth. "If you're not 
too tired, maybe we could grab dinner out? Someone really wants ice cream." He gave Scarlet a beaming smile 
and kissed her nose. 


"Ice cream sounds good to me, too," Maddy agreed. "Heck, maybe we'll just skip dinner and go for dessert? 


"Yaay!" Scarlet clapped her hands, then remembered she was supposed to be quiet in the courtroom and looked 


sheepish. "Sorry, daddy." 

Jimmy chuckled. "I don't know about that part, luv. | know two ladies who need to eat their vegetables." Maddy 
was as bad as Scarlet when it came to wanting to live entirely on sugar. He set the little girl down, still holding 
her hand, and put his other arm around Maddy's waist. "Where's the miscreant, luv?" 

"Carlton? He's finding out his fate. | don't think he's going to be happy." 


"What did he do this time?" Scarlet said. With her "Uncle" Carlton, it could have been anything. 


"This time?" Jimmy said with a chuckle. "You're a quick learner, luv." He gave her hand an affectionate little 


squeeze. 


"Got a speeding ticket," Maddy said. "He was going so fast that | don't think they're going to let him go with 


just a warning." 
"What does that mean?" Scarlet looked puzzled. 


"Well, sometimes they'll tell people to be good and not do it again, and they don't have to pay a fine -- uh-oh- 
-" Maddy looked around as Carlton stomped out of the back room. 


"Man, that is like so unfair!" he announced loudly as he stormed back to his seat. “That is like so fucking 
unfair!" 


"Sir, please modulate your voice," one of the officers said sternly. "And your language." 
Carlton gave him a dirty look, stomped back to his seat and flung himself down, slouching, arms crossed, 
Maddy sighed and sat down in the now-empty seat next to him. "Okay, Carlton, what happened?" 


"Man, they are like so fucking unfair! They're just out to get me cause | have such a hot partying car and 
they're a bunch of losers!" Carlton whined. 


"They're not going to reduce it, are they?" She'd figured as much. 
"They fucking suck, Mads. They fucking suck rotten eggs--" 


"Mind your language, will you? Scarlets here!" Maddy scolded. Carlton slouched further in the seat, pouting like 


a two-year-old. 
Scarlet looked solemnly at her father. "He really needs to grow up." 
Jimmy chuckled and nodded. 


Maddy got back up and went to stand with Jimmy and Scarlet again. “Jimmy, if you don't want to wait in here- 


"Are you kidding, luv? | wouldn't miss this one for anything," he said. 

About fifteen minutes later: 

“All rise, please, for the Honorable Judge Thomas Sullivan 

"All fart please for the Honorable Judge Asshole Fuckhead--" Carlton muttered, staying seated and pouting, 
which luckily wasn't noticed amid the throng. As everyone sat down, Scarlet tugged on Jimmy's coat. He picked 
her up again. 

"Will they be much longer, daddy? l'm hungry," she said softly as they started calling people to the front. 


"| don't know, baby," he said. 


"Tell you what. After they call Carlton up, I've got some Gummi Bears in the car," Maddy said. 


"Can we leave after they call him up?" Scarlet asked. 


"Not quite. He'll probably have to pay a fine," Maddy said. "We'll have to wait for him because he doesn't have 


a car. | drove him over here. That shouldn't take too long, though." 
"He's probably going to lose his license," Jimmy said. 

"Forever?" Scarlet wanted to know. 

"No, probably for six months or so." 

"Carlton Norman?" the bailiff called. 


"That's you." Maddy reached over to nudge his shoulder. He got up and slouch-stomped his way to the front. 
She shook her head. Being childish was not going to help matters. 


"Mr. Norman?" the judge said. "This officer of the law clocked you going eighty-five kilometers per hour in a 
thirty kilometer zone. This is entirely unacceptable. The court imposes an L750 fine plus L250 court costs and 
sentences you to a one-year revocation of your drivers’ license. You will leave your license with the court 


officer in the lobby and make arrangements for payment." He banged his gavel on the podium. 


"Bugger--" Jimmy said softly. "This bloke doesn't mess about, does he? Hope Carlton brought his checkbook, 
luv." He looked at Maddy. 


"They don't take personal checks," she replied. "Cash, cashier's check or money order only." 
"No credit cards, even?" 
"Jimmy, you're not supposed to make punishment easy for people," she pointed out. 


"Excuse me, but | don't think you appreciate who | am," Carlton said. "I just so happen to be none other than 
Jimmy Page's cousin! Look, see? He's right back there! You can ask him for yourself!" 


From the expression on the judge's face, it was clear he had no idea who Carlton was talking about. "That's 


very nice, Mr. Norman, but the judgement of this court stands." 

"But he's a major star! You don't understand! l'm the cousin of a major, major star--" 

"Mr. Norman, please. If you will just proceed to the lobby--" 

"What?!" Carlton spluttered. "Like that is so unfair! This is so unfair! | wasn’t doing anything! He just pulled me 


over cause | drive a hot partying car. Why don't you people go out and pick on the real criminals, huh, instead 


of picking on Partyman and the Party People?!" 


"Partyman and the Party People?" Jimmy looked at Maddy. "Sounds like a really bad pop band" 
‘Or a really bad horror movie," Maddy said. 


"Mr. Norman, the officer is waiting.” The judge nodded to the bailiff to escort Carlton back to the waiting area 
and call the next defendant up. 


"No way! This rots! I'm gonna fight this! You people SUCK!" Carlton stomped up the aisle. "This rots! This sucks 
eggs! I'm gonna take this all the way to the Supreme Court! I'm gonna--!" He banged out the door, slamming it 
against the wall as he stalked out. 


"Mamma freaking mia--" Maddy hurried after him. 


"Luv, wait!" Jimmy followed her. When he reached the courtroom door, Carlton was halfway out the front one, 


looking back at Maddy, who was standing next to the metal detector. 
"Carlton, where are you going?" she was saying. 


"We're leaving! This sucks! I'm not gonna pay nothing!" Carlton proclaimed. "C'mon, Mads. Partyman don't party 
him none of this unpartying shit!" 


"You have to," she said. "Look, don't make a scene, okay? You already screwed up big time. Don't make it 
worse." Unpartying? What is this, 1184? Speaking of Big Brothers, she could have used some help from Carlton's 
right about now. / should have asked Wayne to come along. 


"You can be a wussy pussy, but Partyman's gonna fucking fight this shit! Nobody tells Partyman what to dol 


Partyman's not giving these assholes nothing!" Carlton declared. 
"Carlton--" she started, but another voice cut in 


"Mrs. Page, please step aside. Let us handle this." It was a stern-looking police officer, accompanied by two 
others. Maddy quickly complied, retreating back to where Jimmy and Scarlet were standing near the courtroom 


door. 


"Mr. Norman, you have a choice. You can either pay the fine and surrender your license, or we will have to 


arrest you," the officer said. 


"You suck! I'm not paying nothing! You people are a bunch of wussies out to ruin cool people's fun!" Carlton 
shot back A second officer reached for him and he turned to push him out of the way. "Come on, Mads, we're 
- hey!" The second officer grabbed him, tried to cuff him. He fought, kicking and flailing wildly. Several people in 


line scrambled away as they crashed into the nearby wall. 


"Police brutality! Police brutality! You're all my witnesses!" Carlton yelled as he tried to break away. They 
finally got him to the floor, one pinning his legs, the other sitting on his torso to cuff him while the third 
pinned his head to the floor with a knee. 


"You people fucking suck! You fucking suck eggs!" Carlton yelled. They hauled him to his feet and perp-walked 
him out the front door and over toward the station 


"Oh man. Now what do we do?" Maday said softly in the aftermath. 


The officer manning the metal detector smiled wryly. "I'd suggest you take your little girl out for dinner. He's 
probably going to be awhile." 


Jimmy looked at his wife and daughter. "How does Pancake Palace sound? All of a sudden l'm really craving an 


omelet." 

we 

"Was that Ned?" Maddy said, coming in with a mug of hot chocolate just as Jimmy was getting off the phone. 

It was several hours later and the Pages were back at Boleskine House. Scarlet was upstairs in bed and Jimmy 

and Maddy were in the library, unwinding. 

Jimmy shook his head. "Peter. Ned's not going to be able to do anything until tomorrow, at least" Ned Lockwood 


was the band's lawyer. Jimmy had called him from the parking lot of Pancake Palace to advise him of Carlton's 


latest dilemma and ask for assistance. 


‘Nothing's ever simple with my family," Maddy said with a wry smile, sitting down and reaching for a box on 


the table. "Finally, | get to see what this is." 
"You mean you don't know?" Jimmy looked apprehensive. 


"Relax. It's beads. | ordered a pendant assortment from Fire Mountain," she said, referring to one of her 


favorite suppliers. She slit the packing tape with a letter opener. 

"Oh." He sat beside her, interested. 

She took out a plastic zip bag labeled Boss’ Bead Bag. "These are always fun. It's kind of like Christmas. Oh, look- 
-" She opened it and took out a jade butterfly. "I think I'm keeping that one for myself" She removed several 
more assorted hearts, ankhs and Celtic knots in various gemstones, then-- 


"What's that?" Jimmy said. 


"| don't know--" She held it up. "A sphinx?" 


"It looks more like a dog, luv, almost--" Jimmy took it from her. It was carved out of green jade, so far as he 
could tell, and quite ugly. He turned it over. On the bottom was an odd symbol he guessed was a makers’ seal. 
"You know, luv, | could swear I've seen this thing somewhere before--" Something about it was familiar, 


somehow, but he couldn't place what it was. 


"It looks almost like one of those Chinese temple dogs, except for the nose" Maddy said, getting up to shut the 
window partially open behind them. All at once, she frowned, pausing, hand on the sash. She thought she could 
hear a dog howling, far off -- with a shrug, she closed the window. 


2. The Hound 


Author's Notes: 
The \"baby\" scene actually happened, although the women in question were freaking out over a web cam 


video, not the actual baby.. 


"Wookie dat widdle facey-facey! Just wookie!" 


"Wookit doze widdle footsies! And wookit doze toesies! Why, you just wanna gwab that wittle footsie-foot and 
suck all dat sweet widdle baby juice out of doze pwecious widdle toesies!" The speakers were large, floral, 
matronly and aggressively perfumed, and they had Jimmy Page backed into the corner where the wall met the 


window wall, intent upon the infant in his arms. 


"Mmm-mmmm! Lemme have just one widdle taste of dat sweet sweet baby juice!" One reached for the baby's 


foot. 


"Ladies, please--" Jimmy pressed back against the wall, dark eyes wide. Shif, and | thought groupies were 
predatory-- 


"Just gimme one widdle taste of that yummy sweet baby juice--" The woman grabbed the baby's foot, 
startling him into a distressed yowl. "One widdle tastie-taste--" 


"Lady!" Jimmy tried to pull the frightened baby away, but he couldn't move. "Please." 


"Ladies, please--" It was the officer who'd been at the metal detector the day before. "I think you're making 


the little fellow nervous." 


The women hesitated, looking at him, then decided to make a hurried exit. The officer looked at Jimmy, who 
was a little paler than usual. "Are you all right?" 


"Yeah. Thank you. You can't take this kid out in public without that happening--" Jimmy said, slightly shakily. He 
and Wayne were waiting for Ned Lockwood, who was talking to the district attorney, and Maddy, who was 
coming over from a meeting with a gallery owner. "Just six months old and he's already a bloody bird magnet." 
He looked at the bewildered infant, then shifted him to a shoulder. "You okay, Max?" Baby juice? He could come 
up with several ideas about that, none of which were pleasant. He glanced out the window wall. It was, if 


anything, rawer and chiller than the day before, although mercifully, not raining. 
"Cute little sprog. Whose is he?" the officer chuckled, touching the baby’s little nose and cooing at him. 


"My wife's other cousin's - the more or less normal one," Jimmy replied. "I think his full name is Maxwell 


Edison Norman" Wayne himself was currently in the men’s room, having just returned from conferring with 


Carlton 

"Maxwell Edison?" The officer arched an eyebrow. "Majoring in medicine?" 
Jimmy smiled wryly. "Wayne likes the Beatles." 

"I thought you said he was normal." 


‘More or less normal. Besides, they had some good tures. I'm just not sure about naming a kid after a guy 
with a hammer." Jimmy looked at the infant, who'd calmed back down. "You stay this cute, you're going to have 


to get used to fighting women off yourself” 
"Well, you know what to get him for Christmas," the officer chuckled. 


"| already did," Jimmy said with an amused smile. He'd seen a soft rubber toy hammer in the baby needs aisle 
of Boots and hadn't been able to resist. Luckily, Wayne and Julie had thought it hilarious - especially when Max 
had promptly conked his "Uncle" Jimmy on the head with it. See? / fold you it wasnt a good idea- Actually, 
he'd thought it was pretty hilarious, too. 


The other man looked around. "Do you hear a dog somewhere?" 


"Maddy did last night, too. | thought | was imagining it," Jimmy said. "But since this morning, I've - yeow!" He 
yelped when Max grabbed a fistful of lush raven curls and gleefully yanked. "Ow. Max, please--" This must be 
why most birds cut their hair off when they have kids-- 


"I've got him--" Wayne Norman said, gently untangling Jimmy's hair from Max's curious fist. "Come on, squirt. 
Leave Uncle Jimmy's hair alone--" He took the squirming infant. “Thanks for watching him." He hadn't really 
known what to expect when he'd discovered Maddy's new husband was indeed "that" Jimmy Page, but, 
somewhat to his surprise, Jimmy had turned out to be a sweet, likeable, if somewhat loopy, bloke who 


obvi ously adored Maddy. 


"No problem." Jimmy started to reach for his Marlboros, but decided against it with the baby around. "How did 
it go?" 


"If that's the way Carlton was acting yesterday, | see why they nailed him." Wayne shook his head. "He's -- 
Max, what are you doing?" The baby was trying to grab for Jimmy's hair again. 


"Grow yours out. That'll give him something to do," Jimmy said with a laugh. 


"That'll go over well at work," Wayne said wryly. He worked for IBM in nearby Greenock, having taken an 


international assignment from his former job in Fishkill, NY. 


‘Ive never--" Jimmy started, but looked around as Maddy came in, accompanied by Carlton's less-than bright 


girlfriend, Vicki Barrett. Vicki was Maddy's opposite number - tall, slim, blonde and not too bright. She was, like 
Maday, American, although none of them knew where she was originally from nor how she'd wound up across 
the pond. Jimmy suspected it had something to do with her mistaking "planes" for "brains." She was clad in a 
very short skirt and equally tight sweater, teetering on four-inch, spike heeled, open-toe mules. 


"Where's Mr. Cuddles?" She had a high, little-girl kind of voice. "I wanna like see Mr. Cuddles!" 


"He's probably still in jail," Maddy said, her accent lopping a syllable out of "probably" - problee - and inserting 
it in "jail" - jay-yul She wore a black trouser suit with a white blouse underneath and a pair of little high- 
heeled laceup boots that echoed off the floor like Bonzo's drums. She had her purse over one arm and a 
coffee cup and car keys in the opposite hand. The effect, complete with Burberry, was intended to be serious, 
mature and dignified, but ended up looking more like a little girl playing dress-up. 

"But | like wanna see him and all!" Vicki pouted. 


"Well, you're like gonna have to wait and all--" Maddy said, then put a hand over her mouth. "Shit. H's catching. 
Did you all hear that dog barking way far off out there?" 


"| was just saying to Jimmy--" Wayne said, then did a double-take at Maddy's necklace. "What the hell is that 
thing?" 


"This? It came in with a bag of pendants yesterday." She had strung the odd, semi-canine sphinx onto a black 
satin cord, worn with a pair of jade hoop earrings. "It seemed protective. | figured we'd need all the protection 
we could get" 

"Protection from who, luv?" Jimmy said with a chuckle, leaning over to kiss her cheek. 

Before she could reply, Ned came in. "Wanna come with me when | break the news to him?" 

"Like Mr. Cuddles? Where is he? | wanna see Mr. Cuddles!" Vicki squealed. 

"Vicki, not yet. This is ad-- uh -- family only." Ned caught himself just in time. He'd almost said "adults." 


~ Ke 


They walked around to the police station and were led to a small interrogation room. Carlton was sitting at the 
table, looking unhappy. A police officer stood in one corner, keeping an eye on him. He smiled at Ned as they 


walked in. "Afternoon, Ned" He had a definate Irish accent. 
‘O'Hanlihan, you dog," Ned grinned. "You're looking good, mate." 


The officer chuckled, then did a slight double-take upon recognizing Jimmy. Bugger. That tosser wasnt having me 


on Page was even skinnier in real life than he looked in pictures; he looked like a good gust of wind would pick 


him right up. He was holding hands with a plump, dark little bird O'Hanlihan figured had to be his missus - not 
quite what one would expect, but not a bad little piece, really-- 


"Well--?" Carlton said expectantly. 

"Okay, here's the deal," Ned said, sitting down "They're going to let you plead guilty to causing a public 
disruption and interfering with the proceedings of a court of law. It's a L5,000 fine on top of the traffic 
conviction, which---" 


"What?!" Carlton squawked. "No way! That is so unfair! You were supposed to get me off!" 


"Carlton, you should just be glad they agreed to drop the charges of assaulting an officer of the law. You 
would have been looking at serious jail time," Maddy said. 


"This sucks eggs. You were supposed to party Partyman off all of this!" Carlton moped. "Partyman ain't 
partying this, nohow, no way, no siree Bob Partyman ain't!" 


"No siree Bob?" Jimmy looked at Maddy in bewilderment. 


"Carlton, it's that or stay here," Ned said. "Your choice. If you don't take the deal, you'll have to go up on the 


assault charges." 


"Man, this sucks eqgs--" Carlton sounded like a pouty three-year-old. "Partyman ain't gots him no five 


thousand buckaroonies!" 
"Six with the traffic ticket," Maddy reminded him. 
“Actually, that's now LI,500 all told because of the late payment," Ned said. 


"What! No fair! This sucks eggs!" Carlton whined. "Mads, can't you do nothing to party Partyman outta this? 


Come on, we're cousins. Blood to blood Whatcha gonna do to help Partyman?" 
Hummingbird, dont-- Jimmy thought. He doesn’t deserve if, luv. 


Maddy looked at Ned, then at Carlton. "Maybe Ned can work out a payment plan or something. That's between 
him and the judge, | guess." She looked back at Ned. "Do they let you do installments?" 


"| don't know," Ned said. "Never asked" 


"Maaaaaaaads!" Carlton cried. "No way! C'mon, little bling-bling for the P-man here?" He held his hand out, 
rubbing his fingers together expectantly. 


"The only thing | hate more than you calling me Mads is that asinine bling crap. Whoever came up with that 


should be hung upside down off the nearest flagpole!" Maddy snapped. "No, Carlton, you got your own ass into 
this, you're getting your own ass out. | am not helping you out this time." 


Atta girl, Jimmy thought, unable to repress a smile. Thats my hummingbird 

"You know what? You suck eggs!" Carlton yelled back. "You fucking suck rotten eggs, Miss Rich Bitch!" 

"Cut it out, Carlton---" Wayne sighed. 

"Yeah, wll you suck eggs, too, Mr. Perfect! You rot! Mom always liked you best!" Carlton cried, so angry that 
he was near tears. "You fucking suck, all of you! You were supposed to get me off! You were supposed to get 
me off--" His voice actually broke. "I ain't gonna do this! No way! You cant make me! Partyman ain't going to 
do him nothing! Nothing! I'm just gonna sit right here and I'm not gonna do nothing until you get me off!" He sat 


back down in the chair, hard, and crossed his arms. 


"Yeah, right. Hold your breath until y'all bloody well turn blue," Maddy said, rolling her eyes. " hat always 
helped like all get out” She looked at Wayne. "Nothing like a little maturity, huh? Especially not around here." 


Jimmy had to repress a smile. She made the funniest little mouth when she was being mockingly sarcastic, 
shaping her words as carefully as if she were talking to a lip-reader, then puckering up and sucking in the 
corners of her lower lip a bit. Damn, she's cute--- 

Maddy looked back at her cousin. "Carlton, listen--" 

"Go suck eggs. I'm not talking to you until you get me off!" Carlton pouted. 

"Fine. Then we're done here," Wayne said, getting up. 


"Wait, no, where are you going?!" Carlton cried. 


"We've leaving. Maybe jail will knock some fucking sense into youl" Wayne snapped, walking out with the sleeping 


Max. 
"I think he's right, luv," Jimmy said. "Ned, you coming?" 
"No wait, please!" Carlton exclaimed. "Don't go! | -- | just thought maybe you -- you'd get me of f---?" 


"Get you off how?" Jimmy snapped. "Look, as it is you're bloody lucky they're not throwing your arse straight 


into prison" 


"| don't know -- pay the judge off -- something -- you know, what all you rock star dudes do when--" 


Carlton's voice had gone soft. 


"Look, | wouldn't know what we do when we whatever, but it's not what you apparently think," Jimmy said, 
realizing as he spoke that he wasn't making any bloody sense. Then again, neither was Carlton. "Carlton, | advise 
you to shut up, plead like Ned says, and make the best of it. Maddy's right. You got your own arse into this, 
you can get it out" Although he was speaking softly, Jimmy's voice had taken on the unmistakable air of 
ultimate command that made journalists the world over quake in their shoes. "Accept it, Carlton. You really 
fucked up this time, and now you have to suffer the consequences." He looked at Maddy. "We're done here, 
we 

Back outside the station, he looked at her. "Great. | think | just officially turned into my father, luv." 

"Your father's very sweet," Maddy pointed out. "I somehow don't think he ever had to scold you like that." 


"No, but he used to always ask what the bloody sense of me taking my guitar to school was if they kept 
taking it away," Jimmy admitted with a laugh. "He did have a point, but still--" 


"It's the principle of the matter," she said. 
He nodded, then looked around quickly, seeing movement in the clump of trees nearby. "What's that?" 


"What's what?" She looked around. "Starlings, probably." She could see dark shapes shifting among the still- 
leafed branches. "You know how they bunch up." 


"Murder up, luv. A flock of starlings is a murder." 

"No, that's crows. A flock of starlings is a murmur. So they're murmuring up." There was a bad joke 
somewhere about a murder of crows not hanging out near a police station, but she couldn't quite find it. She 
looked over at the trees again. The more she looked at the dark moving shapes, the more they didn't look like 


starlings--- 


“Amazing that they're hanging around with that dog barking," Jimmy said. He could still hear that damn dog 
baying somewhere, as Maddy would say, way far off. 


"Birds are like dogs. They hear in a higher register than we do. They can hear all kinds of stuff we can't," she 
said, biting nervously at her left thumbnail, realizing there wasn't anything left of it to bite, and tearing at the 
skin around it instead. 

Jimmy winced slightly, pulling her hand away from her mouth. "Hummingbird--" 


"Don't start. | know. It's disgusting--" She sounded resigned more than annoyed. 


"Not that, luv--" He looked at her hand. "Your poor fingers." Her nails were a ravaged, bitten mess, torn to the 


quick and beyond in a couple of spots, the skin around them torn to the point of bleeding. They looked too raw 
to stand exposure to air. He pressed her thumb to his lips tenderly. "There are less painful ways of handling 
stress, you know." 

‘| know," she sighed. "But be realistic. Masturbation isn't always practical." 

"Hummingbird!" He burst out laughing. "You are bad, woman" 

"Well, it's not," she said 

He kissed her. "Tonight I'm going to teach you the Jimmy Page method of stress management.” 

"Does it involve yoga and/or meditation?" 

"It might--" He smiled mischievously, winking at her as he fished the pack of Marlboros out of his jacket 
pocket. He had to turn away from her for a moment, out of the wind, to light one. "Damn. That dog is starting 
to get on my nerves a little bit. | wish he'd shut the--luv, what is it?" She had very abruptly turned to look 
at the trees again, her eyes going very wide. 

“Those aren't starlings. We'd hear them--" She looked at him. 

"You're right--" They should have been able to hear the wheezy murmuring of a murmur that size from 
where they were easily. Crows would have been even louder. "What the hell are they, then?" Curious, he 


started across the lot for a better look. 


"Jimmy, wait--" She hurried after him. As she did, Vicki minced out of the courthouse. Her efforts to balance 
and keep her shoes on her feet turned her gait into something straight out of the Ministry of Silly Walks. 


"Like where's Mr. Cuddles?" the blonde demanded. "| wanna see Mr. Cuddles!" 
"Vicky--" Maddy started, but Jimmy cut her off with a startled yell. 


"Look out!" Their approach had startled the swarming mass in the trees into flight, and they weren't starlings. 
They were a massive herd of the biggest bats Jimmy had ever seen 


And they were coming straight at him and Maddy.. 


